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Abstract.	 This	 article	 analyzes	 Russian	 aspectual	 prefixes	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	
cognitive	 linguistics.	 First,	 a	 general	 schema	 is	 advanced	 that	 involves	 a	 “trajector”,	 a	
“landmark”	 and	 a	 relation	 connecting	 the	 two.	 Second,	 it	 is	 argued	 that	 there	 are	
conditions	on	the	trajector	involving	an	“observer”	and	a	“domain	of	accessibility”,	and	
that	 the	 trajector	of	 the	prefix	 is	not	necessarily	 the	same	as	 the	 trajector	of	 the	verb.	
Third,	landmarks	are	shown	to	come	in	four	types,	involving	the	image	schemas	POINT,	
LINE,	 PLANE,	 and	 CONTAINER.	 Fourth,	 the	 PATH	 image	 schema	 is	 demonstrated	 to	
represent	the	prototypical	relation	between	trajector	and	landmark,	although	the	prefix	
po-	 represents	 an	 important	 exception	 from	 the	 generalization	 that	 prefixes	 encode	 a	
PATH.	Fifth,	it	is	shown	that	motion	verbs	provide	strong	empirical	evidence	for	po-	as	a	
pathless	 prefix	 in	 Contemporary	 Standard	 Russian.	 Finally,	 it	 is	 proposed	 that	 the	
aspectual	meaning	of	prefixes	is	the	result	of	metaphorical	extension	of	their	basic	spatial	
senses.	 Taken	 together,	 the	 article	 presents	 a	 small	 inventory	 of	 conceptual	 “building	
blocks”	and	advances	the	hypothesis	that	these	building	blocks	are	sufficient	to	describe	
all	the	meanings	of	the	aspectual	prefixes	in	Russian.	
1. Introduction: Problem and Contribution 
Few	 topics	 have	 received	more	 attention	 in	 Slavic	 cognitive	 linguistics	 than	 aspectual	
prefixes,	 which	 have	 been	 studied	 extensively	 from	 the	 earliest	 years	 of	 cognitive	
linguistics	(Janda	1986,	Dickey	2000,	Shull	2003,	Janda	et	al.	2013,	just	to	mention	four	
monographs).	Typically,	 studies	 couched	 in	 cognitive	 linguistics	do	not	propose	 single	
abstract	 invariant	 meanings	 that	 cover	 all	 uses	 of	 a	 prefix,	 but	 rather	 analyze	 prefix	
semantics	in	terms	of	radial	categories,	i.e.	networks	of	related	submeanings	organized	
around	a	prototype	(Lakoff	1987).	The	radial	category	approach	has	proved	fruitful	 in	




the	 radial	 categories	 has	 received	 less	 attention	 in	 these	 studies,	 and	 the	 nodes	 are	
typically	 represented	as	 simple	 labels,	 such	as	APART,	CRUSH,	 and	SPREAD	 (from	 the	
analysis	of	the	Russian	prefix	raz-	in	Janda	and	Nesset	2010).	
The	 aim	 of	 the	 present	 study	 is	 to	 complement	 earlier	 studies	 in	 Slavic	 cognitive	
linguistics	by	zooming	in	on	the	content	of	each	node	in	the	radial	categories.	However,	
rather	than	providing	detailed	analyses	of	individual	prefixes,	the	problem	I	address	is	
the	 general	 structure	 of	 prefix	 meanings	 and	 the	 semantic	 “building	 blocks”	 that	 are	






















2. A general schema for Russian aspectual prefixes 
By “aspectual prefix” I mean a prefix that changes the aspect of a verb from imperfective to 
perfective when attached to an unprefixed verb. Thus, if we add the prefixes na-, pere- or po- 
to the imperfective pisat’ ‘write’, the result is the perfective verbs napisat’ ‘write’, perepisat’ 
‘rewrite’, and popisat’ ‘write for a while’. Notice that I do not limit myself to so-called 
aspectual pairs such as pisat’ – napisat’ where the imperfective and perfective verbs have the 
same meanings (apart from the aspectual difference). I also consider what Janda (2007) refers 
to as “specialized perfectives”, such as perepisat’ where the prefix changes the lexical 
meaning of the verb, and “complex acts” such as popisat’, where the prefix places temporal 
boundaries on the action described by the verb. 
Determining	 the	 exact	 number	 of	 aspectual	 prefixes	 in	 Contemporary	 Standard	
Russian	is	a	non-trivial	question.	For	instance,	while	some	researchers	count	o-,	ob-	and	






–	 some	 researchers	 consider	 these	 variants	 separate	morphemes.	 In	 cases	where	 the	
prefix	changes	the	lexical	meaning	of	the	verb,	the	gloss	in	the	Table	is	for	the	perfective	
verb,	which	has	the	most	specific	meaning.	
Prefix	 Imperfective	 Perfective	 Gloss	
do-	 delat’	 dodelat’	 ‘finish’	
iz-	 pisat’	 ispisat’	 ‘use	up	writing’	
na-	 pisat’	 napisat’	 ‘write’	
nad-	 pisat’	 nadpisat’	 ‘superscribe’	
o(b(o))-	 bednet’	 obednet’	 ‘become	poor’	
ot-	 rekomendovat’	 otrekomendovat’	 ‘recommend’	
pere-	 pisat’	 perepisat’	 ‘rewrite’	
po-	 pisat’	 popisat’	 ‘write	for	a	while’	
pod-	 pisat’	 podpisat’	 ‘sign’	
pri-	 gotovit’	 prigotovit’	 ‘prepare’	
pro-	 idti	 projti	 ‘walk	through’	
raz-	 kolot’	 raskolot’	 ‘chop	up’	
s-	 igrat’	 sygrat’	 ‘play’	
u-	 krast’	 ukrast’	 ‘steal’	
v-	 idti	 vojti	 ‘walk	into’	
vz-	 trevožit’	 vstrevožist’	 ‘worry’	
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vy-	 pisat’	 vypisat’	 ‘write	out’	
za-	 pisat’	 zapisat’	 ‘write	down’	


















the	 additional	 advantage	 of	 showing	 the	 semantic	 similarity	 between	 prefixes	 and	







3. Conditions on the Trajector 1: Verbs vs. prefixes 


















grammatical	 subject,	 which	 represents	 the	 primary	 argument	 that	 is	 assigned	 the	
nominative	case	 (Langacker	2008:	210).	The	prefix	u-	 encodes	a	 relation	whereby	 the	
trajector	moves	away	from	its	present	location	and	ends	up	somewhere	else,	in	this	case	
London.	 Since	 the	 grammatical	 subject	 ja	 ‘I’	 is	 the	 “mover”	 (the	 entity	 that	 undergoes	
movement),	the	grammatical	subject	is	the	trajector	not	only	of	the	verb,	but	also	of	the	
prefix.	




The	 trajector	 of	 the	 verb	 is	 still	 the	 grammatical	 subject,	 since	 this	 is	 the	 primary	
participant	that	receives	nominative	case.	But	what	is	the	trajector	of	the	prefix?	Is	it	the	































4. Conditions on the Trajector 2: The observer 
The	next	condition	concerns	the	perspective	from	which	the	verbal	action	is	viewed.	Does	


























Here,	 an	 internal	 perspective	 is	 adopted,	 since	we	 observe	 how	 the	 trajector	 (Marik)	







the	 difference	 that	 the	 former	 is	 compatible	 with	 both	 an	 internal	 and	 an	 external	












Figure 1: General schemas for prefixes vy- (left) and u- (right) 





5. Conditions on the Trajector 3: Domain of accessibility 
Further	comparison	of	vy-	and	u-	reveals	the	relevance	of	another	concept,	which	I	will	
refer	to	as	“domain	of	accessibility”.	One	of	the	properties	of	u-	is	that	it	implies	that	the	















As	 in	 this	 example,	 vy-	 is	 typically	 used	 when	 the	 trajector	 ends	 up	 just	 outside	 the	





























Figure 2: Adjusted general schemas for prefixes vy- (left) and u- (right) 
Domains	of	the	type	explored	in	this	section	are	well	known	from	cognitive	linguistics.	
For	 instance,	 in	 Langacker’s	 (1993)	 analysis	 of	 possessive	 constructions	 in	 terms	 of	
reference	points,	a	“dominion”	plays	an	important	role.	Langacker’s	concept	is	very	close	
to	 “domain	 of	 accessibility”	 explored	 above.	 In	 Russian,	 the	 domain	 of	 accessibility	 is	
relevant	beyond	the	analysis	of	aspectual	prefixes.	A	case	in	point	is	negative	existential	
sentences.	As	shown	in	Babby’s	(1980)	seminal	analysis,	Ego	net	doma	describes	the	non-














































































Lm = POINT Lm = LINE Lm = PLANE Lm = 
CONTAINER 
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Figure 3: Four types of landmarks: POINT, LINE, PLANE, and CONTAINER 
	





At	 this	 point	 the	 reader	may	 ask	whether	 the	 statement	 above	 narrows	 down	 the	
range	 of	 possible	 landmarks;	 after	 all,	 it	 permits	 landmarks	 of	 from	 zero	 to	 three	
dimensions.	However,	there	is	no	limit	to	the	number	of	distinctions	that	could	potentially	
be	encoded.	Potentially,	 landmarks	can	be	of	all	sorts	and	shapes	–	round,	rectangular,	
curved,	 small,	 long,	 etc.	 However,	 the	 Russian	 aspectual	 prefixes	 do	 not	 encode	 such	
meanings,	but	are	instead	restricted	to	the	four	image	schemas	listed	in	(23).	In	doing	so,	
the	prefixes	observe	Talmy’s	(2000b:25)	 typological	 restriction	 that	closed-class	 items	














7. Do all prefixes involve a PATH? 
In	all	the	examples	we	have	considered	so	far,	the	relation	connecting	the	trajector	and	




























Nesset	2010),	 and	 the	meaning	of	 rasšit’	 ‘embroider’	 is	 compatible	with	 this	meaning,	
since	 embroidering	 involves	 moving	 one’s	 hands	 in	 different	 directions	 and	 placing	










































































What	 happens	 when	 we	 combine	 unidirectional	 and	 non-directional	 verbs	 with	
prefixes?	In	the	normal	case,	the	result	is	a	pair	of	synonymous	verbs	that	differ	only	in	
aspect,	 e.g.	 vojti	 ‘walk	 into’	 (perfective)	 and	 vxodit’	 ‘walk	 into’	 (imperfective).	We	 can	
account	 for	 this	 if	 we	 assume	 that	 the	 prefix	 involves	 the	 PATH	 image	 schema.	 The	
unification	 of	 the	 relevant	 facets	 of	 prefix	 and	 verb	 meanings	 can	 be	 represented	 as	
follows:8	
(36) Prefixation	of	unidirectional	verb:	
v-	 +	 idti	 =	 vojti	‘walk	into’	(perfective)	
PATH	 +	 PATH	 =	 PATH	
(37) Prefixation	of	non-directional	verb:	
v-	 +	 xodit’	 =	 vxodit’	‘walk	into’	(imperfective)	














po-	 +	 idti	 =	 pojti	‘begin	to	walk’	(perfective)	
Ø	 +	 PATH	 =	 PATH	
(39) Po-	and	non-directional	verb:	
po-	 +	 xodit’	 =	 poxodit’	‘walk	for	a	while’	(perfective)	
Ø	 +	 Ø	 =	 Ø	
In	(38),	the	unification	of	the	prefix	and	verb	meanings	yields	a	prefixed	verb	with	a	PATH,	



















the	 spatial	 image	 schemas	 are	 clearly	 present,	 through	 examples	 where	 the	 spatial	
meaning	 is	 attenuated,	 to	 the	 limiting	 case	 of	 po-	 where	 the	 PATH	 image	 schema	 is	
completely	absent,	as	argued	above?	In	keeping	with	basic	tenets	of	cognitive	linguistics	
(Langacker	2006),	I	propose	that	a	continuum	represents	the	more	realistic	model.	






have	 been	 touched	 upon	 earlier	 in	 the	 article.	 One	 factor	 is	 metaphor,	 mentioned	 in	
section	7.	Arguably,	a	metaphorical	PATH	 is	 less	 salient	 than	a	 literal	PATH.	Thus,	 the	
PATH	may	be	attenuated	in	the	metaphorical	example	vyjti	iz	upotreblenija	‘go	out	of	use’	
compared	to	the	literal	vyjti	 iz	komnaty	 ‘go	out	of	a	room’.	The	PATH	may	be	even	less	



















while	 the	PATH	 is	attenuated	 in	sentences	without	 the	prepositional	phrase,	e.g.	vypit’	
kofe	‘drink	coffee’.	
This	 discussion	 of	 mechanisms	 that	 may	 attenuate	 the	 meaning	 of	 spatial	 image	
schemas	such	as	PATH	is	not	meant	to	be	exhaustive.	However,	it	suffices	to	show	that	a	
dichotomous	model	whereby	a	spatial	 image	schema	is	either	present	or	absent	 in	the	













often	 been	 characterized	 as	 involving	 a	 change	 of	 state.	 Classic	 examples	 include	
Bondarko’s	(1996)	idea	that	perfective	verbs	express	the	“emergence	of	a	new	situation”	

















metaphor	 in	 (40)	motivates	all	uses	of	perfective	verbs	 in	Russian.	 Importantly,	while	
CONTAINER,	PLANE	and	LINE	involve	boundaries	that	can	be	crossed,	POINT	is	arguably	
not	 compatible	with	 the	 idea	 of	 crossing	 a	 boundary.	 Furthermore,	 Russian	 has	 atelic	
perfectives	such	as	poxodit’	‘walk	for	a	while’	and	many	other	verbs	with	the	pathless	po-	
prefix.	Such	verbs	arguably	do	not	 involve	a	change	of	state.	Nevertheless,	 it	stands	 to	
reason	that	change	of	state	represents	a	prototypical	meaning	of	the	Russian	perfective	
that	is	straightforwardly	motivated	through	the	metaphor	in	(40).	
Does	 Russian	 have	 “aspectual	 prefixes”?	 If	 we	 follow	 the	 logic	 of	 the	 analysis	




11. Concluding remarks 




trajector	 and	 landmark.	 Second,	 I	 have	 suggested	 that	 verbs	 and	 prefixes	 may	 have	
different	trajectors,	and	I	have	advanced	conditions	on	trajectors,	involving	an	“observer”	
and	a	“domain	of	accessibility”.	Third,	 it	has	been	argued	that	 landmarks	come	in	 four	
types:	 POINT,	 LINE,	 PLANE,	 and	 CONTAINER.	 Fourth,	 I	 have	 proposed	 that	 PATH	
represents	the	prototypical	relation	between	trajector	and	landmark,	but	that	po-	 is	an	
exception,	which	does	not	involve	a	PATH	in	Contemporary	Standard	Russian.	Fifth,	I	have	
shown	 that	 verbs	 of	motion	provide	 strong	 empirical	 arguments	 for	po-	 as	 a	 pathless	













The	 strongest	 hypothesis	 one	 can	 adopt	 is	 that	 the	 inventory	 in	 (41)	 is	 sufficient	 to	
analyze	all	meanings	of	all	Russian	aspectual	prefixes.	However,	further	investigation	of	
this	hypothesis	must	be	left	for	future	research.	
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